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    To those who cherish their deep-down romantic side.
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For fans of heartwarming and emotional stories, “Finding Love in Sweet Berry Cove” is a captivating tale of love, friendship, and finding your place in the world. 

Milly Clarke is excited to start her new job at the Young Family’s Farm Shop. After years in foster care she longs to find a place to call home. Despite her natural shyness she is determined to meet people and make friends, but a small community isn’t always welcoming to strangers. 

Daniel Young has given up on love after being betrayed by his unfaithful girlfriend. He resents having Milly living in the farmhouse and rejects her attempts at friendship. But as they work side by side, he reluctantly discovers that there is much more to this young woman than meets the eye. 

As Milly struggles to overcome the small town's reluctance to accept her, she forms friendships that give her the courage to fight for her happiness. But is it enough to overcome the challenges and obstacles when a nasty rumor threatens to tear her new life apart?
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Once Upon A Time
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Milly Clarke’s new life feels like a fairy tale except right now it’s turning into one of those darker stories from the Brothers Grimm. 

She arrives at Young’s Farm on a rainy night in the middle of August. After slogging through ankle-deep water from the sudden deluge Milly is relieved it’s only a two-step climb to reach the wooden door.

This is roughly yanked open but with the light behind the figure all she can see is a huge ogre of a man whose height and width fill the doorway. Startled, she jerks back and it’s only his quick reflex in grabbing her upper arm that prevents her tumbling down into the muddy water.

A deep, gravelly voice barks at her: “Who are you? What do you want?”

Flustered, Milly gulps loudly before stammering her reply: “I’m Milly Clarke, the new employee for the Young Family’s Farm Shop.”

He gives a grunting growl in response, like a monster, she thinks. Although the man’s face is obscured by shadow she senses his disapproval bordering on dislike and amends that thought to a very mean monster.

Straightening her back Milly stretches to her full five feet, refusing to be cowed before she’s even begun. “I would like to come in, please,” she says and is happy to note she’s spoken without a tremor in her voice.

Slowly, almost reluctantly, the big man steps back easily lifting the heavy suitcase out of her hand. “Where’s your car? I don’t see it.”

“That’s because I don’t have one,” she answers entering a traditional farmhouse kitchen. It’s good to get out of the rain and into the welcoming comfort of the cozy room. Stepping into the light she can see the man clearly and her eyes widen at his handsome face. Well it would be handsome if he wasn’t wearing that scowl, she silently remarks.

“I came by taxi from the bus station.”

“By taxi? I didn’t hear a car pull up.”

“No, the driver said he couldn’t risk getting stuck in the mud so he dropped me by the gate.”

“And left you to walk in this weather? in the dark? carrying this big case?” he angrily questions.

Milly doesn’t answer, she’s too surprised at his affronted tone.

“The driver was Gerry from the Sweet Berry Cove Cab Company, right? that’s the only local firm.” Talking more to himself than her the man continues: “It’s owned by Henry Entwhistle but he can’t see too well in the dark anymore so he hired a driver for the night shift. Yeah, it had to be Gerry.”

Milly just shrugs. She neither knows nor cares who drove the cab, all she wants is to change out of her wet raincoat and sodden shoes.

At that moment an older woman comes hurrying in from the corridor introducing herself as Hannah Cairns, the housekeeper, and apologizing for missing Milly’s arrival.

“Come inside and sit, dear. Let’s get these wet things off and a hot drink in you,” she declares. Milly finds the woman’s no-nonsense manner reassuring.

Slipping out of her wet windbreaker and stepping out of soaked shoes she senses the man studying her. Looking up she catches him giving her the onceover. Meeting her gaze he sneers, obviously displeased with what he sees. After an initial pang at his disapproval Milly lifts her chin before turning her back on him and sitting down.

I know my clothes aren’t new and fashionable but they are clean and presentable and that should be all that matters. This is a farm and I’m only here to work, she insists to herself. 

She's traveled quite a distance all by herself to get to this unfamiliar place among strangers and the long day has taken its toll. Milly has to fight an urge to put her head down on the table and just cry it all out.

Maybe it’s the quiver in Milly’s lower lip or the stiffness of her shoulders but when Hannah Cairns sets down a steaming mug she gives the girl a friendly squeeze.

“You’ve met Daniel then, Daniel Young. He’s the middle child,” she adds, her statement full of meaning as she casts a sidelong look at the man. “Amos is the oldest, Daniel next, and Esther is the baby of the family even though she’s sixteen-going-on-thirty.”

Milly is grateful for Hannah’s little joke and gives her a small smile. From the corner of her eye she notices Daniel leave without a word to either of them.

“Don’t mind him, dear, that’s just his way. Gruff and sullen on the outside but he’s got a heart of gold underneath.”

Milly is skeptical but she keeps her thoughts to herself.

Hannah hasn’t sat down and now she tells Milly to bring her drink and they’ll go to her room to get her settled. Looking around for her suitcase Hannah tells her Daniel will have taken it. This considerate action from a son of the house surprises Milly who thought he wouldn’t help a mere worker.

Climbing the stairs they arrive at what Hannah calls the bedroom floor and go in the first door on their right.

“Now I know the job offer includes your own room but I hope that just for now you’ll agree to share with Nora. As you can see there are two beds and it will only be for a couple of weeks. Nora and Amos are getting married on September 2nd and she’s staying here until the wedding. I can find you another room but it’s up another flight and not so comfortable being much smaller than this.”

Milly hastens to assure Hannah that she doesn’t mind in the least explaining: “I’ve never had a room of my own. I grew up in foster care, housed in a private home actually, so we all just squeezed in where we could.” 

Seeing Hannah’s unhappy look she continues: “It’s all I ever known and I was happy growing up there.”

“Well my dear I certainly hope you’ll find an even happier home here. Nora should be back in a half-hour or so but don’t feel the need to wait up if you’re tired. You’ve got a toilet through here and there’s a shower and bathtub through the door directly across the hall. You’ll be sharing it with Esther which isn’t the happiest of circumstances but it’s a farmhouse and we’re lucky to have the facilities we’ve got.”

Milly’s suitcase is on one of the twin beds and she’s annoyed to see it’s already been opened. Hannah tsk-tsks about wet leather on the bedspread but slipping her hand between the bag and the cover mumbles good, he dried it off first. 

Milly finds the thought of that man Daniel looking at her things, maybe even touching them, disconcerting. The packed clothes don’t look like they’ve been disturbed, and she’s pleased to see the topmost item is her fuzzy dressing-gown.

“Well my dear I don’t live in so I will be heading to my home now unless you need anything else? Normally I work until 6:00, they eat an early supper at 5:00, and then I’m back at 10:00 next morning. But seeing it’s your first day I’ll be here at 7:00 to show you where everything is to get breakfast ready. You know it’s part of your duties to cook the morning meal, right?”

“Oh yes,” confirms Milly around a huge yawn. Hannah chuckles and tells the girl to get her sleepy-head to bed. She gives Milly’s hand a quick squeeze before she leaves.

Milly follows that advice after a quick wash and change into her nightgown. When Nora Perez quietly enters soon after her room-mate is already sleeping soundly. 
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In A Land Far, Far Away
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Population-wise Sweet Berry Cove could be a hamlet but because it has a Church (Calvary), School (K-8), Fire Department (volunteer), and a Public Library it qualifies as a rural village. 

There are only a few hundred inhabitants, and the library is part of the school, so in truth it’s really the Sweet Berry Cove Farmers’ Cooperative – devoted to organic fruit farming – that puts the village on the map.

What began as a loosely knit group of concerned growers back in the 1930s and 40s developed into a powerful co-operative distributing under its renowned SBCFC brand. 

Using Walter James’s book Look to the Land as their starting point they established a chemical-free approach. The farmers were champions of the sustainable agriculture movement that expanded to embrace environmental protection in the 1960s and to this day. At least that’s what it says on the co-op’s website which Milly studied before traveling here.

The SBCFC promoted organic crops as its answer to preserving the family farm from takeover by huge commercial agribusinesses. What was lost in the bigger profits from a higher yield was gained in protection of their groundwater source and keeping their households intact. 

Although some of the young people still move away from the land they’ve grown up on, the difference is they aren’t forced to do so. After almost seventy-five years seven of the original eight families still farm in Sweet Berry Cove. 

They lost one family just over twenty years ago when their soldier son was killed in the Middle East. The grieving parents bequeathed the farm to the co-op but of course the farmers insisted on paying them a fair price for the land.

One thing that distinguishes Sweet Berry Cove is that it’s a dry village. In 1933 when Prohibition ended in the United States the farmers decreed no alcohol – not spirits, beer, or wine – could be sold or consumed. Under California’s liquor laws that ban could be challenged but no one has ever been inclined to do so.

There are already many wine-growers in the region and rather than compete with those vineyards the co-op members only grow table grapes.

Armed with all this knowledge Milly looks forward to exploring her new home.

The farmland extends inland from the sheltered cove and ends at the ring of gently rising hills. Fruit thrives in the year-round temperate climate. The orchards contain all kinds of fruit-bearing trees and the fields are lush with berry bushes. The common land is grassy with a riot of wildflowers, perfect for the vitally important pollinators. The co-op employs its own bee keeper who has planted clover fields to ensure tasty honey packed with health benefits.

The rest of the residents are the professionals and business owners who cater to the needs of a farming community. 

Like many places along the California coast the Main Street has a historically Spanish look. Flat roofs on mostly white - but also red, yellow, and pink -  buildings with decorative edgings and arched windows on tree-lined streets made even prettier by huge planters of flowers. It’s a small, attractive, gossipy place where people come together in fellowship and service.

A steep-sided escarpment drops down to the ocean although at the end of the horseshoe shape the ground flattens into a manageable scramble to a narrow beach. That area is owned by the village granting shore access to all residents. There’s no pier or cabanas, but several sea kayaks are kept for communal use. The water here is safe with no rip-tides or currents. The scene is idyllic on this August morning.

Milly wakens a few minutes before the alarm she set on her phone goes off. Looking across at the other twin bed she sees a huddled form and is glad to get up without waking her room-mate at 6:00 am. The sun is already shining through the yellow curtains giving the room a bright glow. It doesn’t take Milly an hour to shower, dress, and make her bed but she wants to be downstairs in good time for Hannah.

As she nears the kitchen Milly hears the sound of running water and hurries forward in dismay since the housekeeper has come in early especially for Milly’s sake. Bursting through the door with an apology on her lips Milly is brought up short by the sight of Daniel Young dressed in running shorts and a t-shirt wet with sweat.

Startled, she blurts out: “What are you doing here?” and blushes furiously at her foolish question when he coldly informs her I do live here, you know.

Milly finds herself fervently hoping she doesn’t have to work directly under this bad-tempered man. 

Aloud she says: “Sorry! that was... oh... see I was expecting Hannah.”

Although Milly’s pretty face is a pleasant sight first thing in the morning Daniel can’t help his brusque nature as he snaps: “At this hour?”

“She’s coming in early to show me where everything is kept since I’ll be making the breakfast each morning.”

Daniel simply raises an eyebrow before draining the glass of water he’s poured himself. He gets a refill and heads towards Milly who quickly steps out of his way. He continues marching past, facing forward, and she doesn’t notice how his eyes cut sideways to take a good look at her morning-fresh face.

Moments later Hannah Cairns opens the back door and comes bustling in. It seems she’s always hustling and hurrying, constantly on the move. She soon brings Milly up to speed on where everything is kept.

“The big fridge and both freezers are through here in the pantry along with most of the food, there’s only a little kept in these cupboards. These dishes in the Welsh dresser are what we use for every day, cutlery and utensils are in those two drawers, and the hanging pots and pans are all you’ll need for breakfast.”

Milly follows Hannah as she hurries from one location to the other. All the supplies are stored logically and Milly is pleased to see that everything is within her short reach, although she has noted a sturdy two-step ladder in the corner. She’s sure she’ll be using that often!

“So, breakfast is cereal, fruit, danish, and a couple of hot items: eggs or pancakes with bacon or sausage or ham, or maybe serve just the meat with potatoes, whatever you like. In winter we do porridge as well. 

This isn’t a restaurant so the family will eat what you serve. Don’t ask how they want their eggs cooked just make ’em the way you want: scrambled, poached, or fried. They know that if they want anything different they’re welcome to make it themselves,” Hannah states decisively.

“Well I’d like to make a good impression on my first day—”

“No,” interrupts the housekeeper. “Begin as you mean to go on, I always say. If you treat them special today they’ll expect it every day. So, how about scrambled eggs and bacon?”

Milly had been thinking pancakes made with fresh fruit but isn’t going to argue. “Whatever you think, Hannah. I’ll whip up a batch of biscuits, too.”

“If you can make homemade biscuits you better make two batches. Actually make three since those boys must have hollow legs the way they eat.”

“Umm, the boys? Daniel and–”

“No the twins, Micah and Joshua Young, cousins staying for the summer. They’re always hungry! 11-year-olds who’ve been good for the most part but frankly I’ll be glad to see them go back to their own home. Their parents are coming for Amos and Nora’s wedding then the plan is the four of them will leave right after. You wouldn’t credit how much those two kids can eat!”

“So how many will we have for breakfast?”

Counting it out on her fingers Hannah concludes: “Nine today, including us. That’s Samuel, Amos, Nora, Daniel, Esther, and the twins. We eat in the dining-room. It means a few extra steps to carry dishes but believe me you’ll be glad they’re not in here getting underfoot, especially when they're in the mood to linger over their meal. Although Nora is a great help with the tidying up.”

“Will she and Amos live here after they’re married?”

“To begin with, for sure. There’s been talk of them building a house for themselves but Samuel’s also suggested maybe building him a cottage to move into instead. They’ll probably still be discussing the merits of both plans in three or fours years from now. It’s a farmhouse, lots of bedrooms and plenty of space for everyone.” With a wink she adds: “Including a growing family when the time comes.”

Hannah then pulls out a large tea trolley already loaded with a variety of cereal boxes. She adds two jugs of milk, sugar bowls, and butter dishes, then sends Milly to the pantry to find the maple syrup.

“Bring two jugs, we put one of each thing on either end of the table. I know we’re not having pancakes but those boys like sweet syrup on everything. It will save you time in the morning if you set the table the night before with your serviettes, cutlery, condiments... you know. Then you only have to bring out the refrigerated stuff like orange juice and milk in the morning.”

“Oh that is a good idea. I’m used to getting up early, that’s not a problem, but I’m a bit of a dawdler. I like to take my time and hate rushing about.”

“Ah, I’m pretty much the opposite. I want to get everything done as quick as I can then it’s on to the next chore. My days just fly by!”

Milly smiles at the image of the older woman flying like a whirlwind through her housekeeping chores. Getting to work on her biscuits the two of them chat while they prepare the meal. Milly notes that the household uses real butter, unpasteurized honey, and whole milk. A huge basket of oranges and lemons sits beside a juicer so a supply of freshly squeezed juices are always available.

Once the food is ready it’s carried into dining room on platters for the family to serve themselves.

“Don’t worry about making too much, believe me there’s no such thing as too much food while those twins are here. The schedule will change in the fall: the boys will be gone, Esther and Nora will be back in school, and the men will be in the orchards.”

“Oh Nora goes to school?”

Hannah laughs loudly before explaining Nora is a teacher at the local school, teaching the grade five and six students. Esther catches a bus into town for the high-school.

“So breakfast is ready for... eight o’clock?”

“That’s right. Most weekdays they won’t linger over their meal so you should have time to eat and clear the table before you go to the shop at 9:30, ready to open up at 10:00. Just leave the dishes and I’ll stack the dishwasher–”

“Oh I won’t you with a mess to clean up,” Milly assures the woman but Hannah shakes her head explaining that’s my job and I’m glad to have you here to get the first meal out of the way. 

“Nora’s been doing it for the summer but she never learned how to cook so it’s all been a bit hit-and-miss and pretty messy, too.”

She shakes her head thinking back then briskly continues: “I cook a big lunch, it’s really dinner because it’s their main meal, for 1:00 and then a light meal like a bowl of soup or stew that I leave for them by 4:00 when I’m off.”

Everyone arrives together and the table is noisy with their good morning greetings and exclamations over the hot biscuits. The fulsome compliments make Milly shy when she and Hannah sit down to eat. Introductions are made and Milly enjoys the camaraderie of a family breakfast.

Both Amos and Daniel get their good looks from their father and Amos has also inherited Samuel easy congenial manner. Too bad that Daniel didn’t take after his Dad and older brother in that respect, Milly thinks.

Nora is a pretty, vibrant, and friendly woman about half-a-dozen years older than Milly.

“No one is more thankful than I that you’re here to take over the breakfast, Milly!” she exclaims in her musical voice. “I mean these people probably think they suffered plenty with my poor attempt at cooking but honestly it was traumatic trying to get everything coordinated!”

“I helped you, Nora,” says Esther.

“When you woke up in time, you mean,” replies Amos.

Before Esther can protest one twin exclaims: “The toast was always cold!”

“And soggy, too!” complains the other.

“Well there’s nothing stopping you two from making your own meal if you don’t like what’s on your plate,” states Hannah reasonably.

“Ugh, it wasn’t that bad.”

“No, we’re just sayin’...”

Everyone tucks in and eats a good breakfast while maintaining a constant stream of chatter. Milly figures Nora’s students must adore listening to her lovely voice teaching their lessons.

After the meal is over Milly has about half-an-hour for some preliminary exploring before going on to the Farm Shop. 

Leaving the kitchen yard, still muddy from yesterday’s wet, she follows a graveled path to the fields. From here she can see most of the farm’s layout. Following the trail leads her around fields thick with berry bushes planted in neat rows. Rows and rows and rows.

I’m in a land far, far away, she thinks, a world apart from the noisy urgency and pressure of city living where I’ve lived my whole life.

It’s a new and wonderful experience to savor the timelessness of the place. Sure, one hundred years ago that truck would have been a horse-drawn cart but the land with all its lush bounty growing green would have been here, quietly remaining the same.

It’s like I’ve moved into another realm where time hasn’t stood still, not with Nature’s endless cycles of change, but where the very air is calming and peaceful. Where there’s no place for drama, anxiety, or trauma. I feel like I’ve discovered the Garden of Eden, she marvels.

Milly has no idea how beautiful she looks standing in a field of sweet-smelling wildflowers with her youthful face turned up to absorb sunbeams.  Enveloped in a shimmering glow with a light breeze teasing her hair... that’s the sight greeting Daniel as he approaches from the path behind.

A twenty-year-old girl filled with the joy and goodness of this summer’s day, her happiness brimming over to surround her as surely as the hum of the bees fills this field.

Turning in a lazy arc she catches sight of him and for a moment they freeze with their eyes locked, the beautiful girl and the handsome man. As his gaze intensifies a blush paints her cheeks until a hitch of breath breaks the spell. Acknowledging her with only a sharp nod Daniel turns his face away and quickly strides past. 

Milly is briefly disappointed because the moment they shared seemed to hold such promise... but she’s happy to hug the memory to herself knowing that Daniel’s silence is so much better than a rebuff.
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Wedding Bell Blues
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With her usual animation Nora insists Milly is a Godsend. 

“Truly, I can’t tell you how relieved I am that you’re such a fast learner. I've been fiddling with  the demo web-store  for ages and now you've got it up-and-running in three days! You're a marvel Milly, entering products and pricing and tax codes and shipping rates... I was getting awfully panicky because the wedding is happening in less than two weeks.”

“Well you can relax, Nora. I’ve worked with this storefront a lot. Sunshine was really good about sending me for computer training and I’m familiar with quite a few software programs.”

“So Milly, this woman Sunshine... surely that wasn’t her real name, was it?”

“No, she re-christened herself from whatever she was originally called. She’d probably forgotten it herself. I’ve since learned her birth name but... it feels disrespectful to go against her wishes,” with an earnest look on her face Milly says: “I really think our sense of self, our identities, matter, don’t you?”

Satisfied with Nora’s quick nod Milly continues: “She was a true hippie chick, as she put it, and she hung on to all the principles of peace and love and fellowship. Sunshine opened her home and her heart to me and I am forever grateful.”

“Yes but... oh, never mind.”

“No, go ahead. It doesn’t matter what you say, it’s not going to change my opinion of Sunshine, but if you’ve got questions then by all means go ahead and ask.”

“Well, it was all kind of unofficial, right?”

“Kind of? No, it was totally 100 percent unofficial. Sunshine knew my grandmother through another unofficial charitable venture of hers modeled after Meals on Wheels—" 

Nora interrupts to ask "Grandmother on your mother's side or...?" 

"My mother's mother. I'm afraid I have no knowledge whatsoever about my father's family. 

Anyhow, one day Sunshine dropped by with some frozen prepared meals for frail old Lizzie Sunderland and discovered me living there and running the elderly lady ragged. 

Of course the whole story came out about my parents being killed in that car accident and as my only blood relative - she said - she feel duty-bound to raise her daughter’s young child. But I was a very active kid and it was all too much for a woman pushing eighty.”

“She was that old?”

“Yes, apparently my parents didn’t marry until they were in their late thirties or early forties and I came along quite soon after, when my mother was forty-one or two. I’m not sure exactly how old Mom was when she had me. By time I was old enough to ask questions my grandmother had passed away.”

“So your grandmother just... forgive me, I don’t want to sound critical but it’s just so... oh I don’t know! Hard to believe, I guess.”

“I suppose so... I mean I know how it looks and sounds and really you hear such awful things, don’t you? but none of it seems odds to me because I was looked after so well. 

Sunshine’s offer to take little Milly to her foster home, which was really just a large family home, was gratefully accepted. I grew up alongside a variety of children of unknown antecedents in a casual but happy environment run by people who’d created their version of a perfect world. 

There was no aging out rule to enforce so I was able to stay on after I turned sixteen. As Sunshine got older we had fewer children dropped off and eventually there were no more.

Sunshine paid for me to take computer training and that opened up a variety of possible careers. We were discussing the merits of different types of work and naturally Sunshine strongly favored the public sector being just as much against fat cat capitalists as she was anti-establishment. 

Sunshine was a woman of strong opinions and although the world had moved on from what she acknowledged was the starry-eyed idealism of the sixties she remained true to her beliefs about equal rights for everyone.”

“Wow, it’s just hard to believe in this day-and-age, you know? I mean there’s so much bureaucracy and red tape over every little thing... you wouldn’t believe the hoops we have to make parents jump through at the school over surnames and who’s got custody and who is authorized to pick students up. I know it’s all for the protection of the children but we learn so much that truly isn’t any of our business.”

“I learned that my home was originally a commune. Back in the mid-sixties a group of like-minded people, flower children, bought up an area of land and settled into a peace-and-love lifestyle. Eventually they grew up. Some moved on to more conventional lives while others stayed but apparently the free love phase was over.” She rolls her eyes and Nora giggles. “Still others, like our lawyer Matt Ellison, left and got educated and grew their businesses before returning to straddle both cultures.”

“But what about money?”

“They didn’t need much. The community strove to be as self-sufficient as possible and everyone worked at something. We had fishermen, farmers, trade workers. Those who worked from home - like the weavers and writers - looked after the kids and raised chickens.” 

Laughing she tells Nora: “They even tried having goats for the milk and to make cheese but it turned out those animals were just too mean. Sunshine used to have me in stitches with stories of embarrassing head-butts, and a whole batch of tie-dyed t-shirts drying in the sun got eaten – cotton t-shirts!”

“I’ve heard goats will eat anything but seriously? That’s hilarious.”

“Yeah, things like the t-shirts and other handicrafts were sold, or more commonly traded, at farmers markets. The barter system is alive and well with the self-employed and entrepreneurs.”

“I still can’t get over how easily the government just washed its hands of responsibility for you.”

“I guess so long as there was no crime the authorities never bothered. We also had the Calvary church right from the very beginning apparently so that helped legitimize us. I suppose I just slipped through the cracks but from what I’ve heard...” 

Milly shakes her head and her face turns sad. “Some of the kids who stayed with us told me stories about being in care with Child Protective Services and I think I was pretty lucky to escape that. I guess the government people were relieved to hand me off to a close relative and cross me off the books.”

“So what ended up happening with Sunshine, she must have been getting on in years too?”

“After a couple of days of feeling rundown Sunshine suddenly asked me to call an ambulance for her. That was absolutely unheard-of. She died  enroute to the hospital from a massive heart attack. It was such a shock, she’d never been seriously ill. Not ever.”

“Oh that must have been devastating!” exclaims Nora with sympathy.

Nodding in agreement Milly takes a moment before composing herself to say: “It truly was but she died quickly and without a great deal of pain and I'm very thankful for that.  

Although the panic and worry of that day, the day Sunshine died, was horrible it was only one day and one incident out of hundreds and hundreds
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